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Research Purpose & Objectives
The Center for Taxpayer Rights is a nonprofit organization dedicated to furthering taxpayers’ 
awareness of and access to taxpayer rights. The organization’s mission is accomplished, in 
part, by educating the public and government officials about the role taxpayer rights play in 
promoting compliance and trust in systems of taxation. 

Funded by a grant received by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, The Center for Taxpayer 
Rights commissioned a large-scale primary research study intended to explore how the tax 
system can best be used to deliver benefits to families and children.

The overall objective of this research program was to better understand the behaviors and 
attitudes of taxpayers, particularly lower-income taxpayers and those with families in order to 
improve the welfare and health of these often-underserved Americans. Working in collaboration 
with Russell Research, The Center for Taxpayer Rights developed a survey centered around:

• Federal Tax Return Preparation

• Receipt of an IRS Letter/Notice

• Attitudes Towards The IRS

• U.S. Taxpayer Rights & Responsibilities

• Internet & Mobile Phone Usage
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While the majority of today’s consumer-targeted research is conducted via an online survey methodology, low-income 
consumers are underrepresented in the consumer panels from which online surveys typically draw respondents.  Therefore, 
Russell Research and the Center for Taxpayer Rights developed a mail survey with respondents given the option to complete 
the paper survey and mail it back, or to complete it online. The study was conducted as follows:

• Russell Research and the Center For Taxpayer Rights developed a targeted sample composition of potential survey 
respondents, comprised of a representative sample of low-income households with children, as well as augmented lists of 
Black, Hispanic/Latino and Native American taxpayers to represent demographics most likely to be eligible for tax credits.  
(detailed on next slide)

• Potential respondents received a paper survey along with a business reply mail envelope (BRM) allowing them to drop 
the survey into a post box and have it returned free of charge.

• In addition to the paper survey, potential respondents were provided with a survey link/URL and QR code, along with a 
unique passcode, allowing them to complete the survey electronically on Russell Research’s secure survey website. The 
survey link address, QR code and unique passcode were all printed on the front of the surveys and reminder postcard.

• Potential respondents received an initial survey packet (mailed on March 4th, 2024), a reminder postcard (March 11th), and 
a second version of the survey packet (March 25th). To boost response rates, outgoing envelopes included a compelling 
“Important Tax Documents Inside” message, with the initial packet including $2 bill viewable via a windowed envelope.

• More than one-fourth (27%) of the survey packets included surveys printed in both English and Spanish – with those 
receiving both options identified as having Spanish surnames.  All respondents had the option of completing the online 
survey in either English or Spanish-language.

A total of 1,439 surveys were collected between March 7th and April 23rd, 2024. After accounting for the 1,463 mailings that 
were deemed undeliverable by the USPS, the total response rate is 8.1% – with 61% collected via mail and 39% online.

All research was carried out in compliance with all relevant legal and ethical requirements within the United States and will be carried out in compliance with ISO 20252:2019.

Research Methodology
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Sample Composition
A representative list of 15,000 records was secured based on U.S. households that have adults 
between the ages of 18 and 75, have a child ages 17 or younger and live at, or below the 
U.S. poverty level.  

To allow for more confident analysis of key sub-groups, an additional 5,004 records that met the 
above criteria was also secured, though this list was limited to households with Black/African-
descent (42.6%),  Hispanic/Latinos (51.9%) and American Indian/Alaska Native (5.6%) adults. 

Following is how the total sample frame fell out based on self-reported ethnicity/race segments 
and census regions classified by mailing address zip codes. 
• To ensure representation, the final data reported here was weighted based on the ethnicity/race 

proportions generated from respondents drawn from the representative list of 15,000 records, and 
the census region proportions for U.S. households that live at or below the U.S. poverty level.

Ethnicity/Race Total n= U.S. Census Region Total n=

White or European Descent 734 Northeast 215

Non-White/European Descent (net) 620 South 664

Asian Descent 43 Midwest 337

Black or African Descent 288 West 223

Hispanic or Latino/a/e/x Descent 229 

Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/       
Pacific Islander Descent (subnet) 51 

Other/Refused 175
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Statistical Notations
The statistical significance of a result in this survey is the probability that the observed 
relationship (e.g., between variables) or a difference (e.g., between means) in a sample occurred 
by pure chance, and that in the population from which the sample was drawn, no such 
relationship or differences exist. 

Using less technical terms, one could say that the statistical significance of a result tells us 
something about the degree to which the result is "true". More technically, the value of the p-
value represents a decreasing index of the reliability of a result. The higher the p-value, the less 
we can believe that the observed relation between variables in the sample is a reliable indicator 
of the relation between the respective variables in the population. 

Specifically, the p-value represents the probability of error that is involved in accepting our 
observed result as valid, that is, as "representative of the population." For example, a p-value of 
.05 (i.e.,1/20) indicates that there is a 5% probability that the relation between the variables found 
in our sample is a "fluke.“

The following statistical notation is used throughout the report:
      = Indicates that the noted figure is significantly HIGHER than the other/indicated comparative sub-group 
at a 95% confidence level

Margin of Error:
The total aggregated sample size (n=1,439) has a margin of error of +/- 1.2% at a 95% level of 
confidence,.
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Detailed Findings
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Federal Tax Return Preparation
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Familiarity with Federal Tax Return
The vast majority of survey respondents (88%) indicated that they filed a federal tax return in the past year, with four-fifths (or 91% of 
past year filers) being the individual/one of the individuals in their household who is most familiar with their recent federal tax filing.

The demographic sub-groups least likely to have filed a federal series Form 1040 in the past year are the least affluent households 
(those with a household income of less than $25K annually), those without a college education and unemployed adults.

Base: Total Answering (n=1422)
Q 1. Are you the individual in your household most familiar with your Federal Individual Income Tax Return (Form 1040 series) that you filed in the last 12 months? 

66 

14 
8 

11 

1 

Total

Most familiar

Equally familiar

Less/least familiar

Did not file a tax return
in the last 12 months

Not sure if filed in the
last 12 months

Filed a Tax Return in 
the P12M (net) = 88%

87 

88 

92 

86 

97 

90 

84 

90 

83 

87 

92 

82 

88 

89 

93 

87 

86 

89 

92 

White/European Descent (A)

Black/African Descent (B)

Hispanic/Latino (C)

Native American/Alaskan/
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (D)

Asian (E)

College

No College

Employed

Not Employed

English

Non-English

Less than $25k (F)

$25k to $50k (G)

$50k to $100k (H)

$100k or more (I)

Northeast (J)

South (K)

Midwest (L)

West (M)

% Filed Federal Tax Return in Past 12 Months

A

FG

F

F

K
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Federal Tax Return Preparer
Three-fifths of taxpayers had their most recently federal tax return prepared by someone other than themselves – with elevated levels 
indicated by Asian, non-English speaking, non-college educated, unemployed, non-English speaking and the least affluent 
taxpayers, as well as those residing in the Northeast and Midwest.

The majority of taxpayers who completed their own return did so with the help of tax software (34 of 37%), with about an equal split 
between those who relied on paid vs. free software programs.  7% of Black and Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/Pacific 
Islander taxpayers used a free tax preparation service by a trained volunteer (e.g., VITA), vs. only 2% of Hispanic/Latinos.

Base: Total Filed A Tax Return In The Last 12 Months And Answering  (n=1228)
Q 2. <MAIL SURVEY: If you filed a Federal Individual Income Tax Return (Form 1040 series) in the last year, who / ONLINE SURVEY: Who> prepared your federal tax return last year? 

31 

16 

4 

10 

16 
18 

3 
2 

Total

Who Prepared Past 12 Month Federal Tax Return
A paid tax return preparer
other than an attorney,
accountant, or enrolled agent
An attorney, accountant or
enrolled agent

A free tax preparation service
by a trained volunteer (e.g.,
VITA)
A friend, or family member

Completed yourself using tax
software you purchased

Completed yourself using free
tax software

Completed yourself without
using tax software

I don't know

Someone Else (net) = 61%

Tax Professional/Prep 
Service (Subnet) = 51%

Taxpayer (net) = 37%

60 

62 

59 

51 

76 

59 

66 

59 

66 

60 

76 

68 

59 

56 

59 

72 

59 

65 

54 

White/European Decent (A)

Black/African Descent (B)

Hispanic/Latino (C)

Native American/Alaskan/
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (D)

Asian (E)

College

No College

Employed

Not Employed

English

Non-English

Less than $25k (F)

$25k to $50k (G)

$50k to $100k (H)

$100k or more (I)

Northeast (J)

South (K)

Midwest (L)

West (M)

% Someone Else Filed Their Federal Tax Return

AD

GHI

KM

M
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Tax Preparer Usage
Nearly three-fourths of taxpayers who relied on a paid tax preparer to complete there most recent federal tax return had learned 
about the preparer that they used via word of mouth – including one-half who used a professional recommended to them by friends 
or family.  Recommendations from a friend or family member were indicated at significantly higher levels by Hispanic/Latino and 
non-English speaking taxpayers.

Two-thirds of taxpayers who used a professional preparer did so because they were not comfortable preparing the return 
themselves, while one-quarter were hoping to maximize the size of their return.

Base: Total Paid Tax Return Preparer And Answering (n=572)
Q 3. <MAIL SURVEY: If you paid someone to prepare your federal tax return last year, where / ONLINE SURVEY: Where> did you learn about the preparer <ONLINE SURVEY: you paid to prepare your federal tax return last year>?
Base: Total Paid Tax Return Preparer And Answering (n=571)
Q.4  <MAIL SURVEY: If you paid someone to prepare your federal tax return last year, why / ONLINE SURVEY: Why> did you use a preparer? 

48 

25 

8 6 
3 2 1 1 

5 

Total

How Learned About Tax Preparer

Recommendation from
friend/relative

Word of mouth

Radio, TV or online
advertisement

**Used them before/been using
it for years/always used

Internet or social media ad/post

**Someone I know/a
friend/family member

**Accountant recommended

Ad on public transportation

Other

66 

25 

12 

Not comfortable with
preparing my own return

Preparer would know how
to claim largest refund

Trusted friend/person told
me to use a preparer.

Reason Used a Tax Preparer
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Other Tax Preparer Measures
The vast majority of taxpayers who used a paid tax preparer received an actual copy of their tax return (98%) and confirmed that their 
preparer signed the tax return (82% – though only 3% reported that their preparer did not sign it, with the 15% balance being unsure).  

When these same taxpayers were asked who would hypothetically answer questions posed by the IRS about their tax return, 71% 
indicated that their tax preparer would be involved, 45% said that they themselves would be involved, and one-fifth were unsure. 

Base: Total Paid Tax Return Preparer And Answering (n=572)
Q 5. <MAIL SURVEY: If you paid someone to prepare your federal tax return last year, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> you receive a copy of your tax return from that person/business? 
Base: Total Received A Copy Of Tax Return From Preparer And Answering  (n=560)
Q.6 <MAIL SURVEY: If you received a copy of your tax return from the person/business you paid to prepare it, was / ONLINE SURVEY: Was> the copy of the return signed by the preparer?
Base: Total Paid Tax Return Preparer And Answering (n=573)
Q 7. <MAIL SURVEY: If you paid someone to prepare your federal tax return last year, if / ONLINE SURVEY: If> the IRS has questions about your return, does your tax return preparer answer them, or do you answer questions from the IRS yourself? 

98 

2 

Total

Whether Received a Copy of Tax 
Return

Did not receive a
copy of tax return

Received a copy
of tax return

82 

3 
15 

Total

Whether Return Was Signed by 
Preparer

I don't know

Return was not
signed by preparer

Return was signed
by preparer

35 

9 

36 

20 

Total

Who Would Answer IRS Questions
(If Asked)

I don't know

Both the preparer
and myself

Myself

Preparer
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Tax Return Agreement Ratings
More than three-fourths of surveyed taxpayers are confident that the federal tax return that they filed was correct, while only three-
fifths of these taxpayers agreed that they had a good understanding of what the IRS expected, and that they felt confident when 
doing their taxes.

Interestingly, agreement with all three of these statements was most elevated among taxpayers who completed their tax forms 
themselves, and significantly lower for taxpayers who relied on a friend or family member to complete their taxes. 

Taxpayers who received a letter or notice from the IRS the past three years questioning an item on their tax return (reported 
later) were significantly less likely to agree that they were confident that the return they filed was correct – however agreement with 
the other two statements among this segment was on par with the general population of taxpayers.

Base: Total Answering (Bases Vary)
Q 8. Thinking about your most recently filed individual tax return, please rate your agreement or disagreement with the following statements. 

42 
23 23 

35 

37 34 

10 
19 19 

3 
7 9 

5 6 7 
6 8 8 

I Was Confident That the
Return I Filed Was

Correct
(n=1330)

I Had a Good
Understanding of What

the IRS Expected
(n=1311)

I Felt Competent When
Doing My Taxes

(n=1297)

Don’t 
know/can’t 
say
Strongly
disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly
agree

60
58

77

% Agree with Each Statement
Top-2-Box

Tax Prep 
Service

(A)
Family/Friend

(B)
Taxpayer 

Themselves
(C)

Total Respondents % % % 

I Had a Good Understanding of What the IRS Expected 58 48 71 

I Felt Competent When Doing My Taxes 53 40 77 

I Was Confident That the Return I Filed Was Correct 81 70 84 

AB

AB

BB

B
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Issues Experienced With IRS Return
A very small proportion of surveyed taxpayers (16%) indicated that they experienced negative consequences levied by the IRS in the 
past three years, however the story is quite different for taxpayers who within the past three years received a letter or notice 
from the IRS questioning an item on their tax return, with this minority of taxpayers being significantly more likely to have…
• Experienced a delay the processing of their tax return and payment of their refund
• Had their e-filed return rejected because someone else claimed the respondent, their child or another dependent on another return
• Had their refund reduced because the IRS questioned the claim of their child or another dependent
• During the pandemic, had their claim denied for an Economic Impact Payment or Advance Child Tax Credit for the respondent or 

their child/another dependent

Base: Total Answering (n=1402)
Q 9. In the last three years, did the IRS do any of the following…? . 

7 
2 2 2 

6 

84 

29 

14 13 
5 

13 

39 

Delay the processing of your tax
return and payment of your

refund

Reject your e-f iled return because
someone else claimed you or

your child or other dependent on
another return

Reduce your refund because the
IRS questioned the claim of your

child or other dependent

During the pandemic, deny your
claim for an Economic Impact

Payment or Advance Child Tax
Credit for you or your child or

other dependent

I don't know None of the above

Total Taxpayers Receiving IRS Letter/Notice in Past 3 Years
(n=84)
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Receipt of  an IRS Letter/Notice
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Whether Received Letter/Notice In Past 3 Years
Only 6% of these low-income taxpayers with children recall receiving a letter or notice from the IRS questioning an item such as a 
deduction or credit/refund claimed on their tax return within the past three years.

When compared to the majority White/European descent taxpayers, Asian taxpayers are dramatically more likely to have received 
an IRS letter or notice, while Black and Hispanic/Latino taxpayers are both significantly more likely to have done so within the past 
three years.

We were surprised to find that there were no significant differences indicated by income level, education, employment or census 
region sub-groups.  Interestingly, household sizes of one and five or more were most likely to have received an IRS letter or 
notice (both at 8%).

Base: Total Answering  (n=1404)
Q 10. In the last three years, have you received a letter/notice from the IRS questioning an item [e.g., a deduction or credit or refund claimed] on your tax return? 

6 

88 

6 

Total

% Whether Received Letter/Notice

Received letter/notice
from IRS in last 3
years

Have not received
letter/notice from IRS
in last 3 years

I don't know

4 

8 

8 

9 

14 

White/European Decent (A)

Black/African Descent (B)

Hispanic/Latino (C)

Native American/Alaskan/
Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (D)

Asian (E)

% Received Letter/Notice In Past 3 Years (Bases Vary)

A

A

A
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Demographics Among Past 3 Year IRS Letter/Notice Recipients
As outlined on the infographic slide that follows, when compared to the total universe of taxpayers surveyed, past three-year 
recipients of an IRS letter or notice questioning an item such as a deduction or credit/refund claimed on their tax return skew more 
towards…

• Non-English speaking taxpayers (index score of 126 vis-à-vis the total sample frame)

• The West (130) and Northeast (127) census regions, while under-indexing in the Midwest (69)

• Asian (241), Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (150), Black (129) and Hispanic/Latino (126) taxpayers, 
while heavily under-indexing among Whites (66).
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GENDER

96
(32%)

MEN

102
(64%)
WOMEN

EDUCATION

PRIMARY LANGUAGE

96 (88%)
ENGLISH

126 (8%)
NON-ENGLISH

Employment Status

HOUSEHOLD SIZE

INDEX: 112
MEAN HH SIZE: 3.3

CENSUS REGION

(Median HH Income: $44.2K) 93

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

127 (20%)
NORTHEAST

105 (66%)
COLLEGE

82 (26%)
NO COLLEGE

109 (69%)
EMPLOYED

85 (26%)
NOT EMPLOYED

69 (15%)
MIDWEST

NUMBER = INDEX VERSUS TOTAL RANDOM

95 (44%)
SOUTH

130 (21%)
WEST

LONG TERM CONDITIONS/DISABILITIES

112 (31%)
HAVE A LONG TERM 

CONDITION

90 (51%)
DO NOT HAVE A

LONG TERM CONDITION

(Mean HH Income: $82.2K) 101

66 (37%)
WHITE/

EUROPEAN

126 (18%)
HISPANIC
/LATINO

129 (25%)
BLACK 

DESCENT

241 (8%)
ASIAN 

DESCENT

ETHNICITY

150 (5%)
NATIVE

AMERICAN
/ ALASKAN

Demographics Among Past 3 Year IRS Letter/Notice Recipients
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IRS Letter/Notice – Referenced Issue & Tax Preparer 
The most common issues referenced in the letters/notices received from the IRS include someone else claiming a child, money being 
owed, if a child lived with the filer and the claimed filing status.

Relative to who prepared the most recent federal tax return (reported earlier), the person who prepared the return in question per the 
IRS letter/notice fell out in similar proportions, though with a significantly larger proportion of these letter/notice recipients claiming not 
to know who prepared this specific return in question (11% vs. 2% for the most recent tax return). 

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=85)
Q 11. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> issue was the IRS asking about in the letter/notice? 
Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=83)
Q.12 <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, who / ONLINE SURVEY: Who> prepared that return <ONLINE SURVEY: that you received an IRS letter/notice about in the last 

three years>? 

31 

12 

2 

11 

18 

13 

3 

11 

Total

Who Prepared Return Associated With IRS Letter/Notice
Paid tax return preparer other than
attorney, accountant, enrolled agent

Attorney, accountant, enrolled agent

A free tax preparation service by a
trained volunteer (e.g., VITA)

A friend, or family member

Completed yourself using tax
software you purchased

Completed yourself using free tax
software

Completed yourself without using
tax software

I don't know

8 
7 
7 
7 

5 
4 
4 

4 
4 
3 
3 

3 
2 

1 
27 

Someone else claimed child
**Owed money

Lived with Child
Filing Status

**Calculation mistake
Relation to Child

Child Full Time Student
Support for Child

**Identity confirmation/identity issues
**Late payment

**Deduction mistake
**Confirmation letter/confirmation of receipt

**Needed to verify information
Lived with Child in US

Other

Issue Asked About In Letter/Notice From IRS

Someone Else (net) = 56%

Tax Professional/Prep 
Service (Subnet) = 45%

Taxpayer (net) = 33%
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Agreement with IRS Letter/Notice Statements
Two-fifths of past three-year IRS letter/notice recipients indicated that the tone of the IRS letter scared them and that they did not fully 
understand parts of the letter.  

About one-third of recipients agreed that the instructions outlined in the letter were hard to follow, that they did not understand what 
the IRS was questioning and that it was not clear what documents the taxpayer needed to send to the IRS.

Fewer recipients indicated that the letter was hard to read or that the letter didn’t explain how to contact the IRS, and it appears that 
nearly all of these taxpayers opened the letter/notice.

Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 13. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years, how / ONLINE SURVEY: How> much do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? 

18 11 15 11 14 
5 6 1 

21 29 19 22 15 
18 13 

2 

23 23 26 
18 21 28 

23 

11 

15 21 23 
20 22 27 

33 

19 

21 14 12 
23 21 

18 17 

64 

2 3 5 6 8 4 8 2 

The Tone of Letter
Scared Me

(n=81)

I Did Not Understand
Some Words/Terms

(n=82)

The Instructions Were
Hard to Follow

(n=83)

I Did Not Understand
What the IRS Was

Questioning
(n=85)

The Letter Did Not
Explain What

Documents I Should
Send to the IRS

(n=82)

The Letter Was Hard
to Read
(n=81)

The Letter Didn't
Explain How to
Contact the IRS

(n=81)

I Did Not Open the
Letter
(n=78)

Don’t know/can’t say

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

39
34

39
33

29
23 19

4
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Contact with IRS about Letter/Notice Received 
IRS letter/notice recipients were equally split in terms of reaching out to the agency in response to receiving the letter or notice. 

Telephone was the most common method for contacting the IRS in response to receiving the letter or notice, followed by visiting the 
IRS website, writing to the agency and contacting the Taxpayer Advocate Service.

Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=84)
Q 14. Did you contact the IRS in response to the letter/notice?
Base: Total Contacted IRS In Response To Letter/Notice And Answering  (n=41)
Q 15 <MAIL SURVEY: If yes, how / ONLINE SURVEY: How> did you contact the IRS in response to the letter/notice? 

75 

14 

11 

10 

6 

5 

5 

I called the IRS

I went to the IRS website and
looked for more information

I wrote the IRS

I contacted the IRS Taxpayer
Advocate Service

I visited the IRS local office

Other

None of the above

How Contacted IRS

49%48%

3%

Whether Contacted IRS in Response to Letter/Notice

Contacted IRS in response
to letter/notice

Did not contact IRS in
response to letter/notice

I don't know
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Contact with IRS about Letter/Notice Received (Cont’d) 
Letter/notice recipients were most likely to have contacted the IRS in order to better understand the content of the correspondence, 
determine what types of documentation the agency was requesting, and to dispute with the IRS’ claim.

While more than one-third of those who contacted the IRS in response to the letter/notice did not recall experiencing any issues, for 
those who did have a bad experience the most common complaints centered around hanging up after being placed on hold for an 
extended period, having their phone call disconnected, not being able to talk to the same representative, the IRS not having all of the 
taxpayer’s documents, and not being able to reach the agency.

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Contacted IRS In Response To Letter/Notice And Answering  (n=41)
Q 16. <MAIL SURVEY: If you contacted the IRS in response to the letter/notice, why / ONLINE SURVEY: Why> did you contact the IRS? 
Q 17 <MAIL SURVEY: If you contacted the IRS in response to the letter/notice, which / ONLINE SURVEY: When you contacted the IRS, which> of the following occurred…? 

28 

25 

23 

21 

20 

18 

16 

3 

10 

36 

I was placed on hold for too long and had to
hang up

My call to the IRS was disconnected

I could not talk with the same person

The IRS employee did not have all the
documents regarding my issue

I could not get through to the IRS

I did not understand the IRS response

The IRS employee was not familiar with my case

I could not get an appointment with the IRS

Other

None of the above

Issues When Contacted IRS

39 

29 

25 

14 

8 

8 

- 

2 

5 

For assistance with understanding the letter

For assistance with determining what
documentation I should send to the IRS

To disagree with what the IRS letter said

To make payment arrangements

**To get assistance/help to fix error

To tell the IRS I could not pay the tax due

To agree with what the IRS letter said

Other

None of the above

Reason Contacted IRS
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Contacting Someone Else to Help with IRS Letter/Notice Received 
One-half of IRS letter/notice recipients contacted someone else in seek of assistance with the correspondence, not surprisingly led 
by a paid tax return preparer, with lower levels indicated for a friend or family member, an Internet search in seek of information, an 
attorney/CPA/enrolled agent or a volunteer tax return preparer.  

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=84)
Q 18. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> you contact someone for help with the IRS letter/ notice? 
Base: Total Contacted Someone To Help With Letter/Notice And Answering  (n=42)
Q 19 <MAIL SURVEY: If you contacted someone for help with the IRS letter/notice you received, who / ONLINE SURVEY: When you contacted someone for help, who> did you reach out to? 

37 

20 

16 

12 

9 

5 

4 

3 

8 

5 

Paid tax return preparer

Friend/relative/Neighbor
I went to the internet (other than IRS site)

and looked for more information

Attorney, CPA or Enrolled Agent

Volunteer tax return preparer

**IRS/IRS.gov

Low Income Taxpayer Clinic or Legal Aid
Society

I contacted my member of
congress/senator

Other

None of the above

Who Contacted to Help with Letter/Notice

50%43%

7%

Whether Contacted Someone To Help with Letter/Notice

Contacted someone to
help with letter/notice

Did not contact someone
to help with letter/notice

I don't know



22RUSSELL RESEARCH

Confidential

Documentation Used to Disprove IRS Claim
One-half of taxpayers who received an IRS letter or notice in the past three years recall submitting documentation to counter the IRS’ 
claim that there was an issue with the taxpayer’s filing.

In their attempt to gather these supporting documents, a number letter/notice recipients mentioned that they would have preferred if 
the IRS could have gotten documents directly from other agencies or third parties, and that they had to pay to have these documents 
generated.  There was also frustration in not knowing what the IRS wanted, where to find it; with some needing to take time off of 
work to gather this documentation.

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=85)
Q 20. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> you send documentation to the IRS to prove your claim? 
Base: Total Sent Documentation To Prove Claim And Answering  (n=43)
Q 21 <MAIL SURVEY: If you sent documentation to the IRS in response to a letter/notice in the past three years, what was your experience? / ONLINE SURVEY: In pulling together the documentation what was your experience?> 

19 

15 

7 

6 

5 

5 

2 

4 

41 

It would be helpful if the IRS could have gotten
some of the documents directly from other…

I had to pay for the documents

I did not know where to get documents the IRS
wanted

I had to take time off work to get the
documentation

I did not know what documents the IRS wanted

I could not find all documents the IRS wanted

I did not keep records the IRS wanted

Other

None of the above

Issues Experienced Pulling Together Documentation

51%41%

8%

Whether Sent Documentation to Prove Claim

Sent documentation
to prove claim

Did not send
documentation to
prove claim

I don't know
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IRS Requested Documentation 
Among those taxpayers who did submit documents…
• Two-thirds mentioned submitting supporting records even though the IRS did not request them; 
• Two-fifths had to submit these documents multiple times;
• And nearly one-half felt that the IRS considered all submitted documents when reviewing the taxpayer’s case, one-fifth did not 

believe that all submissions were taken into account, and one-third were unsure what the agency included in its deliberation.

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Sent Documentation To Prove Claim And Answering (n=43)
Q 22. <MAIL SURVEY: If you sent documentation to prove your claim, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> the IRS ask for additional documentation after you sent in initial documents?
Q 23 <MAIL SURVEY: If you sent documentation to prove your claim, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> you have to submit the same documents multiple times? 
Q.24 <MAIL SURVEY: If you sent documentation to prove your claim, do / ONLINE SURVEY: Do> you believe the IRS considered all the documentation you submitted? 

27%

68%

5%

Whether IRS Requested Additional 
Documentation

IRS requested
additional
documentation

IRS did not request
additional
documentation

I don't know

39%

56%

5%

Whether Had to Submit Same 
Documents Multiple Times

Had to submit
same documents
multiple times

Did not have to
submit same
documents multiple
times

I don't know

46%

21%

33%

Whether Believe IRS Considered All 
Submitted Documents

Believe IRS
considered all
submitted documents

Do not believe IRS
considered all
submitted documents

I don't know
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IRS Response Times & Decision 
24% of taxpayers submitting documentation indicated that the IRS responded to the submission within a month’s time, while 29% 
mentioned that it took between one and six months, with 19% indicating that it took more than six months, and another 21% never 
received a response.

Across all cases associated with an IRS letter/notice (regardless of if documentation was submitted), 19% of taxpayers received a 
decision from the IRS within a month, for 31% it took between one and six months, a decision was provided after more than six 
months for 11%, with 23% having yet to receive a decision from the IRS regarding their case.

Two-fifths of letter/notice recipients feel that the IRS made a correct decision, one-fifth disagreed with the IRS’ verdict, and another 
two-fifths of taxpayers could not provide an opinion regarding the IRS’ conclusion.

Base: Total Sent Documentation To Prove Claim And Answering (n=43)
Q 25. <MAIL SURVEY: If you sent documentation to prove your claim, how / ONLINE SURVEY: How> long did it take for the IRS to respond to your documents/information? 
Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering  (n=84)
Q 26 <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, how / ONLINE SURVEY: How> long did it take for the IRS to make a decision in your case?
Q.27 <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, did / ONLINE SURVEY: Did> the IRS make the correct decision in your case? 

24 

13 

9 

7 

11 

8 

21 

7 

19 

8 

11 

12 

6 

5 

23 

16 

One month or less

Between one and two months

Between two and three months

Between three and six months

Between six months and 1 year

More than 1 year

No acknowledgement was
received

Do not remember

Length of Time for IRS to Respond

To Respond to
Documentation

To Make Decision

42%

20%

38%

Whether IRS Made Correct Decision

IRS made correct
decision

IRS did not make correct
decision

I don't know
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Impact of Tax Refund Delay 
Nearly one-third of taxpayers who received a letter/notice from the IRS in the past three years indicated that they experienced a 
financial impact as a result, specifically an inability or delay in paying their bills (e.g., rent, utilities, medical expenses, car payments, 
etc.), difficult affording necessities such as food for their family or car repairs, having to pay more than they had anticipated/having 
the return used to pay the new outstanding balance, problems paying for childcare/child support and having to borrow from others to 
make ends meet.

About one-half of communication recipients indicated that they did not experience a tax refund delay.

Base:  Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (n=50)
Q 28. If your case resulted in a tax refund delay, please describe the impact the delay had on you (e.g., you could not pay rent, utilities, food, medical care or prescriptions, repairs, loan payments, etc.). 

Total

Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (50)

%
Financial Impact (net) 31 

Inability to Pay Bills (subnet) 13 
Couldn't pay rent/difficulty/delay in paying rent 7 
Couldn't pay utilities/difficulty/delay in paying utilities 5 
Couldn't pay my medical bills/difficulty in paying my medical co-
payment 4 

Couldn't make car payment/difficulty/delay in paying for car 3 
Couldn't pay my bills (unspecified) 2 

Inability to Afford Necessities (subnet) 8 
Unable to afford food/difficulty/delay in buying food 4 
Inability to get needed car repairs 2 

Total

Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (50)
%

Miscellaneous Financial Impact Mentions
Had to pay extra money/owed more than refund was worth 6 
Difficulty in taking care of children/refund needed to help take 
care of children/difficulty in paying child support 4 

Had to borrow money from family/parents/friends 4 
Return was taken to pay off outstanding balance/debt I owed 4 
Didn't receive any refund/all has been frozen 2 

Miscellaneous Mentions
Took a long time to get my refund/took a year/more than a year to 
get my refund/made me wonder if I would ever receive my refund 4 

Everything was at a standstill/everything was delayed 4 
Had to delay/push back plans/had to wait longer to do plans 2 
None 6 
Don't know 2 
No answer 4 
Did not result in tax refund delay 48 
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Agreement with How IRS Handled Case 
Taxpayers receiving a notice/letter were most likely to agree that the IRS provided accurate information, IRS made it clear what was 
expected of them, and they had an opportunity to express their side.  While none of these statements were agreed with by a majority 
of respondents, the proportion of taxpayers agreeing with these three statement was greater than the proportion who disagreed with 
each one of them.

Taxpayers were more split in terms of their perception that the way their specific case was conducted upheld ethical and moral 
standards, that IRS employees explained their procedures thoroughly, that IRS employees showed a genuine interest in trying to be 
fair and that the IRS procedures for handling their case was free of bias.

Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (n=49)
Q 29. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years, thinking / ONLINE SURVEY: Thinking> about how the IRS handled your case, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? 

12 10 8 6 8 8 8 9 8 

27 27 29 25 21 20 17 15 12 

31 29 26 37 38 34 37 
29 43 

9 10 14 9 2 14 9 
12 

4 

12 19 15 12 
14 

10 14 17 13 

10 5 8 11 17 14 15 17 21 

The IRS Provided
Accurate

Information

The IRS Made It
Clear What Was
Expected of Me

I Was Given the
Opportunity to

Express My Side

I Was Treated
Respectfully

Throughout the
Process

The IRS Employees
Were Honest in

Their
Communications

with Me

The IRS
Procedures for

Handling My Case
Were Free of Bias

The IRS Employees
Showed a Genuine
Interest in Trying to

Be Fair

The IRS Employees
Explained Their

Procedures
Thoroughly

The Way My Case
Was Conducted

Upheld Ethical and
Moral Standards

Don’t know/can’t say

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

37 3739
31 29 28 25

1924
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Experience with IRS based on Case 
Only 6% of taxpayers indicated that their attitudes and feelings for the IRS have improved as a result of their experience associated 
with IRS letter/notice that they received,  while one-half of these recipients now have a more negative feeling towards the IRS, 
including one-quarter who have a much more negative perception of the agency.

The leading volunteered recommendations that these taxpayers offered to improve the experience centered around providing better 
communication (e.g., quicker response, easier access to IRS reps/shorter wait times, direct phone outreach), a better explanation of 
the specific situation, a request that the IRS be more thorough and accurate in their review of taxpayer filings/records and being more 
compassionate/understanding of honest mistakes made by taxpayers.

Base: Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (n=49)
Q 30. <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, as / ONLINE SURVEY: As> a result of your experience with the IRS, how have your attitudes and feelings toward the IRS 

changed?. 
Q.31 <MAIL SURVEY: If you received an IRS letter/notice in the last three years questioning something on your return, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> could the IRS have done to make your experience and interaction with the IRS better for you? 

2 4 

34 

24 

25 

Change in Attitudes or Feelings 
Towards The IRS Based on Experience

Much more negative

Somewhat more
negative

No change

Somewhat more
positive

Much more positive6

What IRS Could Do To Make Experience Better Total
Total Received Letter/Notice From IRS In Last 3 Years And Answering (49) 

%
Improve Service (net) 31 

Better Communication (subnet) 26 
Better/quicker response time/more responsive/ability to talk to someone in a timely manner 6 
Make it easier to connect/contact/get in touch with them/with an actual person 6 
Call/contact me directly with information/issues with taxes 4 
Have more ways to connect/contact them/more ways to contact than calling/by mail 2 
Have more people to talk to/more people answering phones 2 

Miscellaneous Improve Service Mentions
Wait time is too long/took too long to get the issue resolved/issues should be resolved more quickly 5 

Improve Information/Better Information (net) 23 
Explain information better/better explanations/more information 14 
Make information easier to understand/more clarity in information/use layman's terms 4 

Miscellaneous Mentions
Already good/fine/no issues with experience/interaction 16 
Keep better records at the IRS/review/go over records better before reaching out/be more accurate/competent/be more 
knowledgeable 14 

Be more understanding of mistakes/errors made in filing/don't punish/fault/charge taxpayer for mistakes/errors 6 
Offer payment plans/setup payment plan when needed 1 
Nothing 6 
Don't know 2 
No answer 10 
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Agreement with Statements about IRS 
Turning back to the total respondent sample frame, taxpayers were next asked how much they agree with a number different 
statement about the IRS – which are reported on this slide and the one that follows (rank ordered based on top-2 box agreement – % 
strongly agree or agree).

The most elevated level of agreement (55%) was generated for the IRS enforcing compliance with the tax laws, and the IRS has the 
right to collect taxes.  The second tier of attributes, agreed with by two-fifths of taxpayers, included two negative statements – the IRS 
goes after taxpayers (negative), the IRS operates professionally, and the IRS has no sympathy for taxpayers (negative).

Respondents were only slightly more likely to agree than to disagree with the statement the IRS acts on behalf of American 
taxpayers.

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 32. Please tell us to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements, concerning the IRS in general.

15 14 16 
8 

17 
8 6 5 

39 41 
26 

34 22 
27 27 24 

25 25 

29 33 
31 32 28 33 

4 7 
10 6 12 10 

9 14 

2 
5 

3 5 3 7 
5 

10 

14 8 
16 14 15 16 24 

13 
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to Fool Taxpayers

(n=1364)

The IRS Will Work with
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Difficulty Paying Your
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of American Taxpayers
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Don’t know/can’t say
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Agreement with Statements about IRS (Cont’d) 
Turning to the IRS statements that generated lower agreement ratings – respondents were more likely to disagree than to agree with 
the negative statement the IRS is less trustworthy than other federal or state agencies, and with the positive statement IRS 
employees act in taxpayer’s best interest.

Taxpayers were slightly more likely to agree than to disagree that the IRS is trustworthy, the IRS has good intentions, the IRS is 
cooperative, the IRS administers tax laws free of bias and IRS employees are experts in their jobs.

And surveyed respondents were about equally split in believing that the IRS is more concerned with collecting as much as it can, 
than with collecting the correct amount.

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 32. Please tell us to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements, concerning the IRS in general.

6 5 4 10 5 6 4 5 

23 23 23 17 21 20 
14 9 

39 39 38 31 34 39 
40 39 

11 11 10 20 12 
9 

14 21 

9 7 7 4 8 5 8 5 

13 14 17 18 20 20 19 20 

The IRS Is Trustworthy
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The IRS Has Good
Intentions
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Concerned with
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Can, Than with

Collecting the Correct
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the Tax Laws Free of
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Experts in Their Job

(n=1367)

IRS Employees Act in
My Best Interest
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Trustworthy Than Other
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T2B Agreement with Statements about IRS 
Interestingly, in looking at levels of agreement for the IRS statements among specific demographic segments, Black and Hispanic/ 
Latino taxpayers, who heavily over-index in terms of having received an IRS letter or notice in the past 3 years, have a much more 
positive view of the IRS when compared to White taxpayers who heavily under-index in having received IRS communications.

Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander taxpayers, who also heavily over-index in receiving IRS letters/notices, have 
much higher levels of agreement for three of the four negative statements associated with the IRS. 

We see minimal difference by income, region and IRS letter recipients vs. non-recipients – as shown in the appendix.
Ethnicity College Education Employment Primary Language

% Agree with Each Statement
Top-2-Box Total White/ 

European Black/African Hispanic/ 
Latino

Native 
American Asian College No College Employed Not 

Employed English Non-English

Total Answering (Bases Vary) % % % % % % % % % % % % 
A B C D E

The IRS Has the Right to Collect Taxes 55 57 51 57 46 65 58 51 55 57 55 64 
The IRS Enforces Compliance with the Tax Laws 55 56 53 57 43 57 59 48 57 51 56 54 
The IRS Goes After Taxpayers 42 41 47 43 65 45 46 36 44 38 43 37 
The IRS Operates Professionally 42 41 45 48 38 47 42 45 45 40 42 58 
The IRS Has No Sympathy for Taxpayers 39 40 39 37 60 38 40 38 40 37 40 30 
The IRS Does Not Try to Fool Taxpayers 35 33 37 43 20 34 36 33 33 39 34 52 
The IRS Will Work with You If You Have Difficulty 
Paying Your Taxes 33 30 38 45 25 17 32 35 32 35 33 45 

The IRS Acts on Behalf of American Taxpayers 30 28 31 36 21 32 29 30 29 32 29 37 
The IRS Is Trustworthy 28 28 29 36 21 29 28 29 28 29 28 47 
The IRS Has Good Intentions 28 28 29 34 23 25 28 30 28 29 28 42 
The IRS Is Cooperative 27 26 33 34 20 20 26 30 27 28 27 42 
The IRS Is More Concerned with Collecting as Much as 
It Can, Than with Collecting the Correct Amount of Tax 27 25 31 30 43 29 28 25 29 23 27 29 

IRS Employees Are Experts in Their Job 26 23 32 34 27 29 25 29 26 29 26 42 
The IRS Administers the Tax Laws Free of Bias 26 26 29 31 13 21 27 26 26 27 26 28 
IRS Employees Act in My Best Interest 18 15 26 25 21 18 17 21 17 20 18 30 
The IRS Is Less Trustworthy Than Other Federal or 
State Agencies 14 14 17 12 23 10 14 15 14 15 14 10 

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 32. Please tell us to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements, concerning the IRS in general.

D

D
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D
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Perception of IRS Biases 
The n=260 respondents who disagreed with the statement the IRS administers the tax laws free of bias, were asked to identify the 
specific types of biases that they believe come into play in the IRS’ administration of tax laws.  75% of these taxpayers believe that 
an economic bias comes into play in the IRS’ administration of tax laws, with 34% feeling that an ethnic or racial bias is being 
employed, 23% point to a religious bias, 19% an age bias, and 14% are of the opinion that gender bias is involved.

Taking into account that many of these demographic sample sizes are too small for statistical analysis, the least affluent taxpayers 
are more convinced that several biases are coming into play by the IRS in administrating tax laws including ethnic/racial, age, gender 
and sexual orientation.

Base: Total Disagree/Strongly Disagree With "The IRS Administers The Tax Laws Free Of Bias" And Answering  (n=260)
Q 33. <MAIL SURVEY: If you disagreed with the statement “the IRS administers the tax laws free of bias”, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> types of biases do you believe come into play in the IRS’ administration of tax laws? 

75 

34 

23 
19 

14 

5 
11 

Total

Types Of Biases Believe IRS Has

Economic

Ethnic/Racial

Religious

Age

Gender

Sexual
orientation
I don't know

Economic Ethnic/ 
Racial Religious Age Gender Sexual 

Orientation I don't know
Disagree/Strongly Disagree that "The IRS Administers 
The Tax Laws Free Of Bias" & Answering % % % % % % %

White/European Descent (A) 76 29 26 21 13 6 10 
Black/African Descent (B) 74 58 11 13 15 3 13 
Hispanic/Latino (C) 75 30 27 19 19 8 11 
Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander (D) 76 40 41 14 20 11 10 
Asian (E) 100 50 25 25 12 12 - 

College 78 34 24 16 13 5 10 
No College 65 31 19 28 16 8 17 

Employed 77 31 21 17 14 5 12 
Not Employed 72 40 29 21 14 7 10 

English 74 34 23 18 13 5 11 
Non-English 100 44 12 41 21 - - 

Less Than $25K (F) 75 45 27 29 27 13 10 
$25K to $50K (G) 73 25 14 21 12 2 13 
$50K to $100K (H) 71 29 23 13 9 4 14 
$100K or More (I) 80 34 28 16 10 3 8 

Northeast (J) 70 49 24 22 12 2 11 
South (K) 71 32 16 17 14 3 13 
Midwest (L) 84 24 29 16 9 6 7 
West (M) 76 43 32 22 19 13 12 

Received IRS Letter/Notice 73 33 24 18 13 5 11 
Did Not Receive IRS Letter/Notice 86 43 20 27 15 7 10 

A
B

G HIH GH

L

K
L K K
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Emotions Felt Towards IRS 
Caution was the most common emotion felt towards the IRS by these low-income taxpayers with children in the home, followed at 
noticeably lower levels by frustration, anxiousness, and nervousness.  These latter three emotions generate similar levels of 
respondents who do not feel this way towards the IRS.

In analyzing the remaining emotions (both positive and negative) that we asked taxpayers about, a limited proportion of survey 
respondents indicated feeling desperate, protected, targeted, threatened, secure, or angry when thinking about the IRS.

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 34. When you think about the IRS, to what extent do you feel … .

17 16 14 12 9 4 7 7 3 5 

30 
21 22 22 

12 
13 9 7 8 7 

27 

26 28 27 

34 41 
31 34 41 34 

11 
17 17 18 

22 21 
25 25 23 

26 

9 13 13 14 16 13 20 19 16 20 

6 7 7 7 7 8 7 8 9 8 

Cautious
(n=1344)

Frustrated
(n=1337)

Anxious
(n=1351)

Nervous
(n=1351)

Angry
(n=1339)

Secure
(n=1339)

Threatened
(n=1339)

Targeted
(n=1336)

Protected
(n=1345)

Desperate
(n=1336)

Don’t know/can’t say

Do not feel at all

Do not feel

Neutral

Feel

Feel very strongly

36 36
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34
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1417
12 12
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Emotions Felt Towards IRS Summary
Aligning with an earlier finding, White and particularly Native American/Alaskan/Hawaiian/Pacific Islander taxpayers have a much 
more negative view of the IRS when compared to Black and Hispanic/Latino taxpayers.

Feelings of caution, frustration, anxiety, nervousness and anger towards the IRS are much more prevalent among taxpayers who are 
college educated, employed, primarily speak English and are more affluent ($50K or higher).

Ethnicity College Education Employment Primary Language Household Income Whether Received 
IRS Letter

% Agree with Each Statement
Top-2-Box Total White/ 

European
Black/ 
African

Hispanic/ 
Latino

Native 
American Asian College No 

College Employed Not 
Employed English Non-

English
Less Than 

$25k
$25k to 
$50k

$50k to 
$100k

$100k or 
more

Received 
IRS 

Letter/ 
Notice

Did Not 
Receive 

IRS 
Letter/ 
Notice

Total Answering (Bases Vary) % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % 

A B C D E F G H I

Cautious 47 52 42 39 66 49 53 37 51 40 49 34 40 42 53 58 47 44 

Frustrated 36 41 31 32 57 34 40 32 39 32 38 24 32 36 40 42 36 36 

Anxious 36 41 29 33 51 42 40 31 40 30 37 29 31 33 39 45 37 33 

Nervous 34 38 28 33 51 40 37 30 38 28 35 28 32 32 36 41 35 29 

Angry 21 24 18 17 45 26 23 19 23 19 22 9 21 17 24 26 21 19 

Secure 17 14 22 28 13 14 16 20 18 16 16 33 21 21 14 15 17 14 

Threatened 16 17 17 14 34 27 18 15 17 15 16 13 20 14 17 18 16 16 

Targeted 14 14 16 17 35 20 14 14 15 13 14 12 17 14 13 16 14 15 

Desperate 12 12 14 14 26 22 12 13 13 12 12 11 18 13 12 8 12 13 

Protected 12 9 17 21 8 12 10 15 13 11 11 24 15 12 12 9 12 9 

BC

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 34. When you think about the IRS, to what extent do you feel … .
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B
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Taxpayer Rights & Responsibilities 
Turning to taxpayer rights and responsibilities, a strong majority of these targeted taxpayers believe that they have rights before 
the IRS (62%) and are aware of their responsibilities are as taxpayers (58%); however far fewer know their rights as a taxpayer 
(19%), are aware of IRS Publication 1 (13%), and are aware of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights (31%). 

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 35. As a taxpayer, do you believe you have rights before the IRS? 
Q.36 Do you know what your rights are as a taxpayer when dealing with the IRS?
Q.37 Have you ever heard of IRS Publication 1, which defines your rights as a taxpayer?
Q.38 Have you ever heard of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights?
Q.39 Do you know what your responsibilities are as a taxpayer? 

62 

13 

25 

Total Answering
(n=1408)

Whether Believe Have 
Rights Before the IRS

Not sure

Do not believe
I have rights
before the IRS

Believe I have
rights before
the IRS 19 

49 

32 

Total Answering
(n=1405)

Whether Know Rights 
as Taxpayer

Not sure

Do not know
rights as
taxpayer

Know my rights
as taxpayer

13 

72 

15 

Total Answering
(n=1401)

Awareness of IRS 
Publication 1

Not sure

Not aware of
IRS
Publication 1

Aware of IRS
Publication 1 31 

56 

14 

Total Answering
(n=1407)

Awareness of Taxpayer 
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Not sure

Not aware of
Taxpayer Bil l
of Rights

Aware of
Taxpayer Bil l
of Rights

58 

22 

20 

Total Answering
(n=1390)
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Taxpayer

Not sure

Not aware of
responsibilities
as taxpayer

Aware of
responsibilities
as taxpayer



37RUSSELL RESEARCH

Confidential

How Want to Learn About Taxpayer Rights & Responsibilities
Via a separate letter included with IRS notices represents the most common way that taxpayers would like to learn about their rights 
and responsibilities as a taxpayer.  Other common sources include via the IRS’ website (either on a dedicated page or the site’s 
home page), or via a separate publication that taxpayers could access by phone order or the IRS’ website.

14% of taxpayers indicating that they do not need to learn about their rights and responsibilities as a taxpayer – significantly higher 
among taxpayers who claim to know their rights vs. those who do not (24% vs. 9%, respectively).

Base: Total Answering  (n=1402)
Q 40. How would you like to learn about your rights and responsibilities as a taxpayer?

29 

25 

24 

19 

9 

22 

14 

A separate letter included with IRS notices

A page on the IRS website

The home page of the IRS website

A separate publication you could order by phone or get on the IRS website

From IRS employees when I contact them

Not sure

I don't need to learn about my rights and responsibilities as a taxpayer
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In-Home Internet Access 
91% of targeted taxpayers indicated indicate that they have in-home internet access, including three-fourths who have a broadband 
connection and one-fourth that access the internet via a mobile data plan.  Conversely, 5% reported that they do not have in-home 
internet access, with another 4% claiming not to use the internet.

Taxpayer segments who are significantly less likely to have in-home internet access include the non-college educated, the 
unemployed, the least affluent cohort (Less than $25K), and those who suffer from a long-term condition or disability. 

Base: Total Answering  (n=1411)
Q 41. What kind of internet access do you have at home? Is it …?
Base: Total Use The Internet Less Than Once A Week/Never & Answering (n=165)
Q.44 How often do you go on the internet (including weekdays and weekends)? This includes access from home, work, or elsewhere. 

74 

25 

3 4 5 4 

Total

In-Home Internet Access

Broadband (cable, DSL,
high speed internet)
Mobile data plan

Dial-up (telephone)

Do not know

Do not have internet
access
I do not use the internet

Use of Internet (net) = 91%

95 

84 

96 

84 

82 

93 

95 

98 

87 

96 

College
(n=876)

No College
 (n=452)
Employed
(n=872)

Not Employed
(n=420)

Less than $25k
(n=328) (F)
$25K to $50k
(n=309) (G)

$50K to $100k
(n=310) (H)

$100K or more
(n=251) (I)

Have A Long Term
Condition(n=372)

Have No Long Term
Condition(n=783)

% Use the Internet at Home

FGH

F

F

Leading Reasons for Not Using The Internet More Often/At All 
Don't feel comfortable using it (35%) / Don't have convenient access (25%) / 

Worried about security personal information (24%) / 
Don’t like spending a lot of time online (18%) / It costs too much (12%)
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Devices Used to Access Internet & Frequency Internet Usage
Smartphones represent the most common device used to access the internet while taxpayers are home followed closely by 
computers.

Regardless of where it is being accessed, nearly nine-tenths of taxpayers who use the internet visit it on a daily basis, though the 
propensity to visit the internet daily is less pronounced among non-college educated taxpayers, the unemployed, the least affluent 
(Less than $25K), and those who suffer from a long-term condition or disability.

Base: Total Use The Internet And Answering  (n=1267)
Q 42. <MAIL SURVEY: If have internet access at home, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> device do you use to access the internet at home when searching for information?
Base: Total Answering (n=1411)
Q.43 How often do you go on the internet (including weekdays and weekends)? This includes access from home, work, or elsewhere.

76 

62 

31 

Total

Devices Used to Access Internet

Smart Phone

Computer

Tablet

88 
91 

85 
91 

85 
93 
94 

80 
95 

79 
76 

88 
95 

99 
82 

95 

Total (n=1411)

White/European Descent (n=730) (A)

Black /African Descent (n=282) (B)

Hispanic /Latino (n=229) (C)
Native America/Alaskan/

Haw. / Pacific Islander (n=53) (D)
Asian (n=42) (E)

College (n=881)

No College (n=449)

Employed (n=875)

Not Employed (n=417)

Less than $25k (n=330) (F)

$25k to $50k (n=308) (G)

$50k to $100k (n=313) (H)

$100k or more (n=250) (I)

Have a Long Term Condition (n=371)
Have No Long Term
 Condition (n=784)

% Use Internet At Least Once a Day

B

B

F

FG

FGH
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Where Time Spent Online & Ability To Find Information 
Three-fourths of these taxpayers reported spending the majority of their online time at home, with in-home internet visitation 
increasing to nearly nine-tenths when needing to conduct sensitive personal business (e.g., filing a tax return or banking online).

More than one-half of internet-using taxpayers indicated that they are always able to find the information that they are seeking 
online, with noticeably higher levels indicated by Black and Hispanic/Latino taxpayers, as well as those with an annual household 
income level of $100K or more.

** answers coded into the data based on meaningful high proportion of volunteered responses 
Base: Total Ever Use The Internet And Answering (n=1195, 1273, 1256)
Q.45 <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, where / ONLINE SURVEY: Where> do you spend the majority of your time online?
Q.46 <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, where / ONLINE SURVEY: Where> are you when you go online to conduct sensitive personal business such as filing a tax return or banking online? 
Q.47 <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, how / ONLINE SURVEY: How> would you rate your ability to use the internet to find information related to a topic you are interested in? 

53 

47 

67 

60 

42 

55 

56 

47 

50 

50 

53 

60 

48 

56 

Total (n=1256)

White/European Descent (n=673) (A)

Black /African Descent (n=249) (B)

Hispanic /Latino (n=211) (C)

Native America/Alaskan/ Haw. / Pacific
Islander (n=48) (D)

Asian (n=41) (E)

College (n=836)

No College (n=372)

Less than $25k (n=259) (F)

$25k to $50k (n=285) (G)

$50k to $100k (n=297) (H)

$100k or more (n=246) (I)

Have a Long Term Condition (n=317)

Do Not Have Long Term Condition
(n=739)

% Always Able to Find Information Online

74 

21 

1 1 1 1 - 2 

87 

10 
1 1 1 0 0 0 

9 

Home Work School Library Hotspots Other **Tax
Preparer

office

Don't
know/no
answer

I don't
conduct
personal
business

online

Where Spend Majority of Time Online

General
(n=1195)

Conducting Personal
 Sensitive Business (n=1273)

AD

FG

AD
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Comfort with Internet Tasks & information Concerns 
While taxpayers largely agree that they feel comfortable sending emails and believe that they are skilled at using the internet for 
research purposes, they are far more likely to disagree than to agree in feeling secure sharing personal information with a 
government agency or to feel secure sharing personal financial information over the Internet.

The primary areas of trepidation associated with sharing personal financial information with a government agency are privacy 
protection concerns, and anxiety over the lack of internet security.

Base: Total Ever Use The Internet And Answering (Bases Vary)
Q 48. <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, please / ONLINE SURVEY: Please>  indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements…
Q.49  <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> concerns do you have when sharing personal financial information over the Internet with a government agency?

34 30 

6 5 

41 
38 

21 
14 

17 
21 

31 

25 

4 7 

21 

30 

3 3 
18 25 

1 1 2 2 

I Feel Comfortable Sending
Emails

 (n=1259)

I Am Skilled at Doing Research
on the Internet

(n=1248)

I Feel Secure Sharing Personal
Information with a Government

Agency
(n=1245)

I Feel Secure Sharing Personal
Financial Information Over the

Internet
(n=1253)

Comfort Level With Internet Tasks

Don’t know/ Can’t 
say

Strongly disagree

Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

68

28

75

62 
59 

9 

Total (n=1260)

Concerns When Sharing Personal Financial 
Information with a Government Agency

Concerned your
privacy is not
protected

Concerned the
Internet is not secure

I have no concerns19
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Mobile/Smartphone Ownership & Usage Occasions 
Mobile phone ownership is near universal among these taxpayer (96%), with smartphones (87%) representing the bulk of these 
device types.  Amazingly, more than nine-tenths of mobile phone owners (92%) report that the device serves as their primary phone.

Not surprisingly, searching the internet represents the most common activity conducted by these taxpayers on their smartphone, 
though more than three-fifths of these smartphone owners use the device to do their banking and pay bills.  

Only 16% of these lower-income Americans use a smartphone to apply for government benefits, and less than one-in-ten rely on 
their devices solely to place and receive phone calls.

Base: Total Answering (n=1399)
Q 50. Do you currently own and use a mobile phone?
Base: Total Own And Use A Mobile Phone And Answering (n=1324)
Q.51 <MAIL SURVEY: If you own and use a mobile phone, is / ONLINE SURVEY: Is> your mobile phone your primary phone type?
Base: Total Own And Use A Smartphone And Answering (n=1196)
Q.52 <MAIL SURVEY: If you own a smartphone, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> types of things do you use your smartphone for? 

87 

9 
4 

Total

Mobile Phone Ownership

Do not own and
use a mobile
phone

Not a
smartphone

Smartphone

92 

8 

Total

Is Mobile Phone Your Primary 
Phone

Mobile phone is
not primary phone

Mobile phone is
primary phone

84 

63 

63 

57 

44 

16 

8 

Search the internet

Pay bills

Banking

Make medical
appointments

Review medical records

Apply for government
benefits

Only use smartphone to
make and receive phone

calls

Activities Use Smartphone For
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GENDER

(33%)
MEN

(63%)
WOMEN

EDUCATION

PRIMARY LANGUAGE

(92%)
ENGLISH

(6%)
NON-ENGLISH

Employment Status

HOUSEHOLD SIZE

MEAN HH SIZE: 2.9

CENSUS REGION

(Median HH Income: $47.5K)

HOUSEHOLD INCOME

(16%)
NORTHEAST

(64%)
COLLEGE

(32%)
NO COLLEGE

(63%)
EMPLOYED

(30%)
NOT EMPLOYED

(22%)
MIDWEST

(46%)
SOUTH

(16%)
WEST

LONG TERM CONDITIONS/DISABILITIES

(27%)
HAVE A LONG TERM 

CONDITION

(57%)
DO NOT HAVE A

LONG TERM CONDITION

(Mean HH Income: $82.2K)

(56%)
WHITE/

EUROPEAN

(14%)
HISPANIC
/LATINO

(20%)
BLACK 

DESCENT

(3%)
ASIAN 

DESCENT

ETHNICITY

(4%)
NATIVE

AMERICAN
/ ALASKAN

Demographics Among Total Sample Frame
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T2B Agreement with Statements about IRS 

Household Income Census Region Whether Received IRS 
Letter

% Agree with Each Statement
Top-2-Box

Less Than 
$25k $25k to $50k $50k to 

$100k
$100k or 

more Northeast South Midwest West
Received 

IRS 
Letter/Notice

Did Not 
Receive IRS 
Letter/Notice

Total Respondents % % % % % % % % % % 
F G H I J K L M

The IRS Has the Right to Collect Taxes 48 55 56 67 55 54 56 56 56 48 
The IRS Enforces Compliance with the Tax Laws 48 54 60 60 52 56 54 53 55 56 
The IRS Goes After Taxpayers 44 42 47 41 43 42 45 39 42 45 
The IRS Operates Professionally 43 43 42 48 41 42 42 44 43 38 
The IRS Has No Sympathy for Taxpayers 36 42 41 41 35 40 41 38 38 44 
The IRS Does Not Try to Fool Taxpayers 33 35 37 40 33 34 36 37 35 34 
The IRS Will Work with You If You Have Difficulty 
Paying Your Taxes 33 36 34 33 33 33 32 33 33 32 
The IRS Acts on Behalf of American Taxpayers 30 32 27 33 31 29 28 31 30 26 
The IRS Is Trustworthy 29 32 27 32 31 28 26 30 29 28 
The IRS Has Good Intentions 28 30 29 29 29 28 25 32 29 23 
The IRS Is Cooperative 31 31 25 28 27 30 27 23 28 26 
The IRS Is More Concerned with Collecting as Much as 
It Can, Than with Collecting the Correct Amount of Tax 27 26 30 30 26 28 25 28 27 30 
IRS Employees Are Experts in Their Job 31 28 27 25 23 25 29 30 26 26 
The IRS Administers the Tax Laws Free of Bias 23 25 30 28 26 26 27 26 27 22 
IRS Employees Act in My Best Interest 24 24 14 14 18 18 15 22 18 17 
The IRS Is Less Trustworthy Than Other Federal or 
State Agencies 17 14 15 15 12 15 15 15 14 17 

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 32. Please tell us to what extent you agree or disagree with the following statements, concerning the IRS in general.

HI HI
F

F F
FGH

L
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Taxpayer Rights & Responsibilities

Ethnicity College 
Education Employment Primary 

Language Household Income Census Region
Whether 

Received IRS 
Letter

Total
White/ 
Europ
ean

Black/ 
African

Hispanic/
Latino

Native 
Amer
ican

Asian College No 
College

Employ
ed

Not 
Employ

ed
English Non-

English

Less 
Than 
$25k

$25k to 
$50k

$50k to 
$100k

$100k 
or more

North
east South Midwest West

Received 
IRS 

Letter/ 
Notice

Did Not 
Receive 

IRS 
Letter/ 
Notice

Total Answering (Bases Vary) % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % 
A B C D E F G H I J K L M

Whether Believe Have Rights 
Before the IRS
Believe I have rights before the IRS 62 61 67 61 65 57 65 59 62 64 63 66 61 60 66 61 63 62 65 61 62 64 
Do not believe I have rights before 
the IRS 13 15 10 14 3 14 14 12 14 11 13 7 10 15 12 17 12 13 13 14 13 10 

Not sure 25 24 23 25 32 29 21 29 24 25 24 28 29 25 22 22 25 26 22 25 25 26 

Whether Know Rights as Taxpayer
Know rights as a Taxpayer 19 17 24 21 17 11 19 19 19 18 19 23 20 18 16 18 15 21 18 20 19 19 
Do not know rights as a Taxpayer 49 52 47 47 63 46 51 46 51 48 50 37 44 53 53 54 45 49 54 47 49 49 
Not sure 32 31 28 32 20 42 30 34 30 34 31 40 36 28 30 28 40 31 29 33 32 32 

Awareness of IRS Publication 1
Aware of IRS Publication 1 13 10 19 14 12 2 13 13 12 14 13 12 14 13 13 9 13 13 11 14 13 13 
Not aware of IRS Publication 1 72 77 61 72 74 91 75 69 75 69 73 67 63 75 75 80 71 72 76 68 72 70 
Not sure 15 13 19 14 14 7 11 18 12 17 14 21 23 12 12 11 17 15 13 18 15 17 

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 35. As a taxpayer, do you believe you have rights before the IRS? 
Q.36 Do you know what your rights are as a taxpayer when dealing with the IRS?
Q.37 Have you ever heard of IRS Publication 1, which defines your rights as a taxpayer?
Q.38 Have you ever heard of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights?
Q.39 Do you know what your responsibilities are as a taxpayer? 

BD D F

A
BC

D GI
F F F

KL
J

B
AE

A

E
B AB

CD
GHI

F F F M
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Taxpayer Rights & Responsibilities (Cont’d)

Ethnicity College 
Education Employment Primary 

Language Household Income Census Region
Whether 

Received IRS 
Letter

Total
White/ 
Europ
ean

Black/ 
African

Hispanic/
Latino

Native 
Amer
ican

Asian College No 
College

Employ
ed

Not 
Employ

ed
English Non-

English

Less 
Than 
$25k

$25k to 
$50k

$50k to 
$100k

$100k 
or more

North
East South Midwest West

Received 
IRS 

Letter/ 
Notice

Did Not 
Receive 

IRS 
Letter/Not

ice
Total Answering (Bases Vary) % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % 

A B C D E F G H I J K L M

Awareness of Taxpayer Bills of 
Rights
Aware of Taxpayer Bill of Rights 31 31 36 28 26 12 31 32 31 29 31 28 32 29 29 32 36 31 29 28 30 33 
Not aware of Taxpayer Bill of Rights 56 59 49 55 63 75 59 51 57 55 56 53 48 59 58 61 48 56 61 54 57 48 
Not sure 14 11 15 17 11 14 10 17 11 15 13 20 20 12 12 8 16 13 10 18 13 19 

Awareness of Responsibilities as 
Taxpayer
Aware of responsibilities as a 
taxpayer 58 59 54 61 50 42 59 58 59 57 58 65 50 60 59 61 57 58 59 56 57 61 
Not aware of responsibilities as a 
taxpayer 22 22 24 21 29 33 23 20 22 23 22 17 25 18 27 21 23 22 23 20 23 16 
Not sure 20 19 21 18 21 26 18 22 19 20 20 18 25 22 14 18 20 20 18 24 20 23 

Base: Total Answering  (Bases Vary)
Q 35. As a taxpayer, do you believe you have rights before the IRS? 
Q.36 Do you know what your rights are as a taxpayer when dealing with the IRS?
Q.37 Have you ever heard of IRS Publication 1, which defines your rights as a taxpayer?
Q.38 Have you ever heard of the Taxpayer Bill of Rights?
Q.39 Do you know what your responsibilities are as a taxpayer? 

E
B

CE E

A
ABC

GHI
F F F

L
J J

L

E E

G

HI

F

H

F

G

F
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Comfort with Internet Tasks & Information Concerns 

Ethnicity College Education Employment Primary Language Household Income
Whether Long- 
Term Disability/ 

Condition

Total White/ 
European

Black/ 
African

Hispanic/ 
Latino

Native 
American Asian College No 

College Employed Not 
Employed English Non-

English
Less Than 

$25k
$25k to 
$50k

$50k to 
$100k

$100k or 
more

Have 
Long 
Term 

Disability

No Long- 
Term 

Disability 
/Condition

Total Ever Use The Internet And 
Answering (Bases Vary) % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % % %

A B C D E F G H I

Comfort Level With Internet 
Tasks (T2B)
I Feel Comfortable Sending 
Emails 75 80 73 66 64 71 82 60 80 67 76 59 57 73 82 88 67 82 

I Am Skilled at Doing Research 
on the Internet 68 71 71 64 60 65 78 49 74 57 70 52 51 62 76 84 57 75 

I Feel Secure Sharing Personal 
Information with a Government 
Agency

28 28 33 32 24 18 31 20 29 25 27 37 24 25 29 39 26 31 

I Feel Secure Sharing Personal 
Financial Information Over the 
Internet

19 21 21 19 20 5 23 12 21 14 20 15 15 15 22 30 16 22 

Concerns When Sharing 
information Online
Concerned your privacy is not 
protected 62 64 54 66 75 66 64 59 62 63 63 55 54 61 65 65 64 64 

Concerned the Internet is not 
secure 59 61 59 57 72 59 61 57 57 69 60 54 62 60 59 56 63 59 

I have no concerns 9 9 13 12 7 7 9 9 9 9 9 16 13 8 7 11 8 9 

Base: Total Ever Use The Internet And Answering (Bases Vary)
Q 48. <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, please / ONLINE SURVEY: Please>  indicate the degree to which you agree with the following statements…
Q.49  <MAIL SURVEY: If use the internet, what / ONLINE SURVEY: What> concerns do you have when sharing personal financial information over the Internet with a government agency?

BCD

E E E E

B

F

F

FG

FG

FG

FGH

FGH

FGH

FGH

A

B B

H

F F

E
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Smartphone Ownership & Priority Phone Type

92 
91 
92 

98 
94 
93 
93 

90 
94 

86 
96 

90 
93 
93 

96 
85 

94 
91 

94 
91 
93 

Total (n=1324)

White/European Descent (n=693) (A)

Black /African Descent (n=268) (B)

Hispanic /Latino (n=217) (C)
Native America/Alaskan/ Haw. /

Pacific Islander (n=48) (D)
Asian (n=42) (E)

College (n=854)

No College (n=410)

Employed (n=847)

Not Employed (n=383)

Non-English Primary Lanuage (n=91)

Less than $25k (n=299) (F)

$25K to $50k (n=293) (G)

$50K to $100k (n=301) (H)

$100K or more (n=243) (I)

Northeast (n=197) (J)

South (n=613) (K)

Midwest (n=314) L

West (n=200) (M)

Have Long Term Condition (n=350)
Do Not Have Long Term Condition

(n=755)

Mobile Phone Is Primary Phone

Base: Total Answering
Q 50. Do you currently own and use a mobile phone?
Base: Total Own And Use A Mobile Phone And Answering (n=1324)
Q.51 <MAIL SURVEY: If you own and use a mobile phone, is / ONLINE SURVEY: Is> your mobile phone your primary phone type?

87 
90 

84 
93 

89 
95 

93 
78 

93 
79 

88 
76 

90 
94 

97 
86 

88 
89 

84 
81 

93 

Total (n=1399)

White/European Descent (n=724) (A)

Black /African Descent (n=281) (B)

Hispanic /Latino (n=227) (C)
Native America/Alaskan/ Haw. /

Pacific Islander (n=52) (D)
Asian (n=43) (E)

College (n=876)

No College (n=448)

Employed (n=872)

Not Employed (n=420)

Non-English Primary Lanuage (n=95)

Less than $25k (n=324) (F)

$25K to $50k (n=305) (G)

$50K to $100k (n=313) (H)

$100K or more (n=249) (I)

Northeast (n=212) (J)

South (n=641) (K)

Midwest (n=330) (L)

West (n=216) (M)

Have Long Term Condition (n=369)
Do Not Have Long Term Condition

(n=779)

Smartphone Ownership

B

B

B

F

F

FG

AB

F

J

J

J
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